daughters would enter to borrow a record, disdainful in
oyster satin and perfectly waved hair. They would be
giving a party for their respectable friends in another
room, a House of Lords to our indiscriminate Commons.
More disdainful still were the two night-club dancing
partners into whose flat we burst one evening at seven
o'clock, qxiart bottles of beer in our hands. We had
intended to start our party-crawl in their rooms, and
they, 4ie expensive aura of an afternoon in the Row
still about them, were just changing cut of riding kit.
That night ended with a bathing-party in a snowstorm
on Wimbledon Common. I and my girl companions
bet the men they wouldn't go into the pond. We
plunged in in our under-clothes, breaking the ice to do
$0^ but they shiveringly refused to follow our lead. So
we put on our evening dress over our dripping things
and ended the outing drying our stockings round a
coffee stall urn.
It was a stupid and empty world, full of leaden
repartee and vacant laughter. The young men clumped
heavy-booted towards their bearish seduction between
pots of beer and roars of "What cheer, chaps?" And
all this time at the store the uneasy rumours were put-
ting out their tendrils. Completely strange assistants,
passing through from other departments, would stop
to hand on the latest intelligence. "D'you hear what
they're saying? The place isn't paying and they're go-
ing to cut down staff. That means the bullet for some-
one/' Then, at the end of the week, some of the pay
packets would be fatter than others. Their recipients
would turn pale and open them to find two weeks* wages
161